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Abstract 
The paper concerns the archetypal motifs in The Forsyte Saga, a trilogy, written by John Galsworthy, which 
possesses a special sense for these widely recurring kinds of archetypes. In this paper, the motif of father was 
discussed, which serves for seeking the main themes of The Forsyte Saga. Galsworthy uses the hint to explain the 
essential problems of the real world. 
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1. Introduction
The Forsyte Saga, a trilogy, written by John Galsworthy, who received the Nobel Prize for the
distinguished art of narration in 1932, possesses a special sense for the widely recurring, deeply felt kinds 
of archetypes [1]. These archetypal characters, images and narrative pattern are manifestations of the theme 
that echo throughout the trilogy. The theme of The Forsyte Saga is the unchangeable trend of family 
decline and people’s searching for freedom through struggling with the traditional boundaries. The cycle 
of human’s activity and spiritual journey is an important point that Galsworthy proves again and again in 
this masterpiece. Galsworthy utilizes many archetypal elements such as motifs and images to help 
accomplish his theme. 
Before the analysis, the source of motif should be known clearly. Coming from French in mid 19th
century, the word “motif” refers to a distinctive feature or dominant idea in an artistic or literary 
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composition. It was first used by composers. Wagner attached a specific salient musical motif to some of 
his major characters [2].The temperament of the motif produced by this famous musician announces to the 
audience that the hero is about to appear on stage or refers to some incidents of the plot. In painting, the 
motif is a striking element identified in several pictures of an individual artist or in a collection of works
[3]. Literary criticism uses the term to refer to recurring structure, word pattern, character, contrast or other 
elements that can help to develop and inform the major themes of the text. 
2. Archetypal Motif of Father 
Like many Western literary works, the image of father is one of the recurring elements in The Forsyte 
Saga.
As the production of patriarchal culture, the motif of father is the symbol of patriarchy society. The 
theme of father is presented in Greek mythology too. Zeus is the representative of patriarchal system, and 
he rules the whole world. He is a selfish, cruel, and autocratic father. Everyone, not only human beings 
but also gods, has to obey him. He obtains the respect and obedience, simultaneously, is against by all of 
others. Prometheus steals fire from heaven to bestow upon humankind, giving mortals a potential 
dominion over nature, which is the rebellion against Zeus’s power. In his Theogony and Works and Days,
Hesiod depicted Prometheus, the thief of heavenly fire, as a wily trickster whose attempts to outwit Zeus 
are appropriately punished. Three centuries later, an Athenian playwright, Aeschylus, transformed the 
crafty Titan into a tragic figure of cosmic heroism. Although he borrows his mythological subject from 
Hesiod, the author of Prometheus Bound shows a radically different attitude toward the characters of both 
Zeus and Prometheus. Turning Hesiod’s theology on its head, the playwright changes the Titan into a 
champion of freedom and Zeus into a despot who rules without law, justice, or mercy.  
Besides the influence of patriarchal culture and Greek tradition, the experience of Galsworthy and 
affection of his parents play an important role in the motif of father existed in his works. John 
Galsworthy’s father was, at the age of fifteen, articled to a London solicitor, beginning a career as lawyer, 
property investor and company director that multiplied the family fortune many times. He was apparently 
the least stuffy of the family, although acknowledged as the family patriarch for almost fifty years, until 
his death on 8 December, 1904. Galsworthy was never moved to hatred of his father, even by the desire to 
go against his wishes. There was indeed some disagreement as to the choice of a career. But when 
Galsworthy’s parents realized that they could not turn him into a lawyer, they hid their disappointment, 
and did not try to impose their authority, or make him suffer in any way. Galsworthy’s love affair with his 
cousin’s wife, Ada, lasted for ten years while she was still married to her husband, Arthur, not because 
they were uncertain or because they enjoyed subterfuge. Rather, they insisted that they could not go 
through the public process of divorce and remarriage because of the anger and the pain the scandal might 
cause old John Galsworthy. They apparently agreed on the motive for silence. The agreement between 
John Galsworthy and Ada that his father could not be hurt was total. In 1908, John Galsworthy had 
noticed and recalled, but still had only partially articulated, the nature and influence of the father he loved. 
The process of coming to understand the father required the extension into family chronicle. By 1908, he 
had written and published the first volume, The Man of Property, in which Old Jolyon is the sterling 
collection of praiseworthy attributes against which his amiable son mildly, somewhat passively, rebels. 
The full range and complexity of the relationship, the son’s rebellion, the son’s duplication of his father’s 
role in protecting and taking care of all that he values, along with the strains, ambiguities and consequent 
errors of that duplication, as well as the father’s eventual recognition of and reconciliation with the son, 
are all not really apprehended or developed until the subsequent volumes of the saga, written after the 
First World War. For young John Galsworthy, growing up, his father was a dominant hero. The 
apparently more fortunate John had only to emulate his father, who always approved of him warmly, and, 
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in his early years, this must not have seemed a difficult role for the healthy, alert, handsome and sensitive 
boy. Others always called him “well-balanced”, able to reconcile whatever was going on; in fact, he 
learned the appearance or posture of reconciliation before he demonstrated any sense of what the issues or 
emotions were that needed to be reconciled. All accounts emphasize the calm, the control, and the 
equable temper, visible from his earliest days. He was, in external manner at least, beginning to assume 
something of his father’s role, a sympathetic and balanced control over his world.   
In The Forsyte Saga, there are not only deep feeling between father and son, but also son’s rebellion of 
the Prometheus type. The new generations are so different with the old ones. Obedience and rebellion 
exist simultaneously, and constitute the contradiction which cannot be resolved. However, the 
relationship between father and son appeared in the structure of contradiction usually complies with the 
mode from harmony to confliction, and then to reconciliation. Old Jolyon and young Jolyon in The 
Forsyte Saga can demonstrate it. Old Jolyon is a typical image of father. As the patriarch of the Forsytes, 
he is also the one least slavish in following the conventions he represents. Galsworthy establishes his 
complexity from the very beginning: “Like most men of strong character but not too much originality, old 
Jolyon set small store by the class to which he belonged. Faithfully he followed their customs, social and 
otherwise, and secretly he thought them ‘a common lot’.”[1] His original rupture with his son had been 
caused less by young Jolyon’s violation of morality or Forsyte principle than by his abandonment of his 
daughter, June, whom old Jolyon loves. He never relinquishes his sagacity in commerce and trade, but his 
purchase of Robin Hill is impelled by his desire to defeat his more narrowly sagacious brother, James, 
and by defence of the dead Bosinney whom he valued little while he was alive. He loves most the amiable 
rebel his son, who is the Forsyte least likely to cherish his sense of family or property, just as the son 
most respects the father he has always needed to defy. The fictional reconciliation between old and young 
Jolyon, after the latter has taken the penalty of exclusion for abandoning young Jolyon’s first wife, is 
moving wish-fulfillment. In actuality, such reconciliation could never have occurred because the writer’s 
father never knew of the offence in the first place, for Galsworthy never told his father of the affair with 
Ada. But Galsworthy felt the offence and the guilt, dramatizing in fiction both the rupture he buried and 
its healing he wanted.  
Another pair of father and son is young Jolyon and Jon. Jon falls in love with Fleur, but because 
Fleur’s father is Soames, the love is doomed to having no result. As a father, young Jolyon is far from 
perfect in failing to tell Jon of his parents’ pasts earlier; he has funked it. Finally, writing the explanatory 
letter to his son, young Jolyon, just before he dies, for the first time not dependent on Irene for his 
reconciliations, manages to communicate the past, to transmit himself and history to his son. The letter, 
too late and too sudden to be fully assimilated within the context of this novel, carries no certainty that 
Jon will eventually see family and English history in the way young Jolyon does. Jon has already 
developed a meaning for “property” different from his father’s or that of any other Forsyte, explaining to 
Fleur: “It’s their sense of property … which makes people chain things. The last generation thought of 
nothing but property, and that’s why there was the War.” All young Jolyon has been able to do, 
unheroically, is to tell his full story to his son so that Jon, having internalized what his parents have been 
and given it both thoughtful and emotional consideration, may eventually define what he is.  
Owing to many factors such as social background, historical matters, and traditional customs, from the 
ancient time, the relationship between father and son is subtle. Sometimes, the two sides can understand 
each other, but in most of times, they cannot adapt to each other, cannot come to the same conclusion. 
When they have different opinions, the boundaries or gaps will appear between them. Exceeding the 
boundaries is a process from unknown to known, and is a difficult and painful experience, because one 
must deny himself first. Since the known is separated from the unknown, when one feels uncomfortable 
or unsafe in the status of the unknown, or feels stifled and bound by the expectations and rules of society, 
he will cross the boundary from the unknown to the known. As these characters move across boundaries, 
78  SUO Juanjuan / Procedia Engineering 15 (2011) 75 – 794 SUO Juanjuan,et al / Procedia Engineering 00 (2011) 000–000 
they begin a journey. The outward journey is the reflection of the inward journey as they move from the 
passive toward the initiative. Galsworthy’s characters experience a sense of unease as they move across 
boundaries. In this trilogy, old Jolyon lived with a feeling of weariness and disillusion. Combination of 
potent factors which stood for old Jolyon’s principles has made old Jolyon impossible approve his son’s 
conduct in that crash had come several years before, so he expelled his only son from the family. 
Fourteen years later, his son was no longer a social pariah. He was married. Old Jolyon wanted his son 
back. Originally, old Jolyon “In spite of his love for his son, in spite of an instinct, partly constitutional, 
partly the result, as in thousands of his class, of the continual handling and watching of affairs, prompting 
him to judge conduct by results rather than by principle, there was at the bottom of his heart a sort of 
uneasiness. His son ought, under the circumstances, to have gone to the dogs; that law was laid down in 
all the novels, sermons, and plays he had ever read, heard, or witnessed.” Yet, later, forces regardless of 
family or class or custom were beating down his guard, old Jolyon “had made a restitution to young 
Jolyon, and restitution to young Jolyon satisfied his secret craving for revenge — revenge against Time, 
sorrow, and interference, against all that incalculable sum of disapproval that had been bestowed by the 
world for fifteen years on his only son.” Old Jolyon’s action indicates a change, a transformation from the 
realm of the unknown to the realm of the known. He understands his son, both his previous mistakes and 
his non-Forsyteism. So the reconciliation is reached which is a good resolution from the unknown to the 
known. While the story between young Jolyon and his son is told at the later part of the trilogy. 
Throughout the short narrative in Awakening, the second Interlude of The Forsyte Saga, Jon is separated 
from his father, who wishes he would take less interest in fantasies about expeditions to the North Pole or 
King Arthur’s knights and more interest in nature, and he shares with Irene the suspicion that going to 
church might be dangerous. In To Let, it is Jon who crosses the boundaries initially and gives up Fleur 
whom he loved. Jon knows the truth from the letter his father sent to him before his death. Considering 
his father’s intention and his mother’s pain, Jon makes his choice difficultly. He knows that marrying 
Fleur will hit his mother in the face and betray his dead father. The death of his father is a turn in the 
course of events, which helps Jon cross the boundaries and find a new way to reach reconciliation [4].
Comparatively speaking, the reconciliation between young Jolyon and Jon is a kind of ending, which 
indicates that Jon is failed to find the realm of freedom. Jon’s reconciliation can be viewed as a 
compromise.  
By using the image of father, Galsworthy wants to show the spiritual shackles restrained people at the 
turn of the 20th century. If they can shake off the yoke, they will find the freedom, on the country, they 
have to reach a compromise, which only leads to a stalemate [5]. Following the patriarchal culture, the 
motif of father expressed in the Galsworthy’s novel reveals the bankrupt of power culture and the root of 
irrationality of modern society, which comes from the power culture’s poisoning on the two generations. 
The novel indicts the father who is the representative of the tradition stops the process of civilization. In 
addition, the motif of father symbolizes the moral principles. The confliction of ethics in modern Western 
world concentrates on the contradicted confliction between father and son. It is a process from harmony 
to confliction, and then to reconciliation. This work shows the humanitarianism of Galsworthy. 
3. Conclusion 
The Forsyte Saga is a dense mass of echoes from previous literature, through the analysis of the motifs 
in this trilogy, an overall picture of the twentieth century English society can be drawn. The father motif 
is not the only production of this novel; it is the matters of common concern of the past, the present, and 
even the future. 
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